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Abstract 
    The Great Recession of 2009® brought with it sudden, wrenching changes in the 
buyer behavior of ordinary people in all of the world's developed economies, but in Japan 
the changes did not seem to be as clean a break with past performance asin the United 
States or Europe, and the sense of boom turning to bust was not as shockingly felt in 
Tokyo as it was in New York or London. In Japan the changes were harder to detect, 
partly because Japan had never eally shaken off the effects of its decade-old post-bubble 
economy. And yet changes there were, some of which were caused by the ongoing 
depressed economic environment and others which had deeper mots. First, long-term 
demographic and social changes were in and of themselves depressing consumption 
generally, and then in the aftermath of the "Lehman shock" Japanese were still buying 
things to gratify their needs, but with added emphasis on curtailing spending. Now, as 
the recession enters its second stage, there are signs that even the desire of Japanese to 
meet heartfelt needs for goods and services are suffering from what can be called 
"consumer fatigue."
The Great Recession - Phase Two 
    The global financial meltdown and recession which struck in the autumn of 2008 
seems to have entered a new phase. After a recent substantial rise in the stock markets of 
the world and relatively optimistic data for leading economic indicators in the American 
economy, some cautious predictions for an end to the slump are being heard. But this is
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obviously not the end of the story. In Japan, as in the United States, the conditions for a 
revival ofconsumer confidence ar  not yet apparent. Indeed, the O.E.C.D. forecasts that 
unemployment among its thirty member nations will rise to nearly 10% by the end of 
2010 (from 5.6% in 2007) and above its previous post-1970 high of 7.5% in 1993. 
With the ongoing threat that jobs will continue tobe lost without new ones being created 
fast enough or in adequate numbers, the danger of a "double dip" recession l oms, with 
all that it implies for making the social problems that usually accompany long-term 
unemployment ven more intractable. These include asecular decline in standards of 
living, an increase in crimes ofall sorts, and a depressed consumer market. Both younger 
and older members of the workforce will be affected bysuch adevelopment, a din Japan 
where nearly 40% of those mployed are already in non-staff (contract orpart-time) 
positions, such social problems inevitably impact levels of consumption? 
    Even a cursory survey ofthe situation asit prevails currently in Japan leads one to 
the conclusion that consumer behavior is changing in ways that are complex and difficult 
for marketers totackle successfully with conventional strategies. The onset of the 
recession in 2008 called for merchants to engage their customers in a new way, appealing 
to emotions that I labeled "indulgent parsimony"? Indulgent parsimony involves 
responding to the consumers' desire to make their hearts ing by appealing to both a 
hunger for instant gratification and simultaneously to a need to feel virtuous about being 
thrifty or parsimonious. In other words, as a marketing strategy indulgent parsimony 
appeals to both the materialistic desire of consumers to indulge themselves by acquiring 
goods and services that satisfy them, and to the moralistic desire to feel that hey are not 
wasting money in times of austerity. 
    As a strategy, indulgent parsimony worked very well for several firms in Japan, like 
Uniqlo with their inexpensive butpractical apparel, and McDonald's with their increasing 
variety of affordable family meals. Those who did not immediately heed the call of 
indulgent parsimony included some companies who never before needed to appeal to 
their target markets on the basis of price, such as purveyors of luxury goods like Louis 
Vuitton and Prada, and others who simply did not realize that heir retail formula no 
longer fit the times, like most Japanese d partment stores. 
    During the first year of recession economics n Japan there was a feeling of deja vu, 
simply because the Japanese had already been more hesitant about consuming than their 
American counterparts, who until fall of 2008 floated their dreams ofthe good life on a 
sea of debt, as they used loans to acquire homes, cars, vacations and other accoutrements 
of material prosperity. In Japan, however, the sense that he good life was already out of
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reach was a widespread sentiment even before Lehman Brothers fell, and the global 
recession simply increased the general pessimism of ordinary Japanese. 
Consumer Malaise 
    Among Japan's citizens today can be seen examples ofa type of malaise that can be 
called "consumer fatigue." Let us first review hat is meant by the word fatigue. In the 
dictionary, fatigue is defined in several ways. As a noun, in physiology it means a 
condition of cells or organs which have undergone excessive activity with resulting loss of 
power or capacity to respond to stimulation. In psychology, fatigue refers to a neurotic 
condition affecting combat personnel and those under severe ongoing stress characterized 
by anxiety, hysteria, and exhaustion.® And fatigue is precisely what has befallen 
consumers in Japan as a consequence of more than a decade of stress and shocks to their 
sense of well-being and security. The Great Recession of2009® was the last straw, hence 
the anxiety, quiet hysteria nd exhaustion being exhibited in Japanese buying behavior. 
What does this mean for consumer businesses in Japan and what constitute the symptoms 
of the consumer fatigue syndrome? 
    The syndrome began in the 1990s when, reeling prom the post-bubble contraction 
of their nation's economy, ordinary Japanese slowly rolled back their spending in response 
to the bad economic news and the unending slide in the values of their homes and 
individual investment portfolios. However, unlike the shock which results from a sudden 
revaluation of the yen or a stock market crash and causes a radical shift in behavior, 
Japanese consumer behavior changed rather slowly as the permanence of the damage to 
their personal fortunes began to dawn on them during that "lost" decade. What 
occurred in Japan was a long but gradual secular decline in consumption, punctuated by 
brief flurries of buyer enthusiasm and a flight to quality. That flight to quality as 
reassurance against loss was one of the things that buttressed the luxury goods market for 
so long a time in a way quite hard to comprehend in other post-industrial societies. Even 
the luxury goods market, however, eventually succumbed to the oppressive lack of good 
economic news, and when branded luxury enjoyed rising sales in Japan during the past 
decade it did so more because of periodic price increases than due to any growth in 
volumes per se. 
   The fall of Lehman Brothers and the global financial crisis that it triggered has 
served to reinforce the long-standing pessimism ofJapanese citizens that their financial 
situations will never improve substantially, and as a consequence the markets for many 
categories of consumer goods in Japan have reached new lows. Most conspicuously 
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perhaps is the so-called "mass market" for luxury goods. Japanese demand for luxury 
goods has been estimated tohave come to represent asmuch as 20% of total global sales 
for these leather, jewelry, apparel and other categories ofpricey branded merchandise. 
'Ibis fantastic buying engine has finally begun to stall. And it is not just the recession per 
se which has caused this to happen, though that is certainly acontributing factor. Buyer 
behavior in Japan has changed over the past few years o that the main customers for 
imported luxury brands, namely, young women and older women, have broadened their 
appetite for what they consider luxury to include experiences a  well as handbags or 
expensive trinkets. This is part and parcel of the trend to downsize and consume l ss, to 
espouse " co" or "green" attitudes inbuying everything from appliances tofoodstuffs, and 
to express greater individuality inpurchasing preferences. 
    What this amounts to is a coming-of-age of Japan's female consumers. It seems 
surprising because its onset was delayed so long, until Japanese women o longer needed 
the reassurance which had been easily satisfied by buying expensive branded merchandise. 
This need for reassurance has finally been replaced by something less obvious. New 
growth markets for luxury goods can now be found in the emerging nouveau riche 
economies of China and India, but Japan is not likely to return to its former status as the 
great "handbag" market it once was. Female customers in Japan now look for more 
individuated ways to express themselves and their fashion sense. 
    And yet, even this new trend in consumer attitudes being expressed by Japanese 
searching for goods and services that better cater to their individualized needs includes a
substantial e ement of fatigue. That is why most apparel retailers and the department 
stores in particular are doing so poorly.® Will this trend ever reverse itself, or is the 
country destined to face decades ofanemic onsumption with its concomitant damage to 
the web of large and small businesses that cater to Japan's domestic ustomers? Let us 
examine the recent market evidence to try to understand this phenomenon.
The Social Underpinnings of Healthy Consumption 
    It is perhaps stating the obvious to mention that a vibrant consumer culture requires 
a growing population, one that is preferably young and optimistic. Japans population is
not just famously the most rapidly aging nation in the world today, but also is one whose 
workforce is characterized bydownward mobility due to the fact that more than one-
third of Japanese mployees are only part-time workers." These workers who lack full-
time jobs with benefits that could provide them a safety net to enable them to face the 
future confidently are caught in a vicious cycle. They earn less and have less job security
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so they are loathe to plan ahead or to take "risks" like getting married or having 
children.© A society not reproducing itself is a society whose rate of consumption is
destined to fall, too. Traditionally, families (those with young and middle-aged parents in 
equal measure) are aggressive consumers of all types of goods and services Homes, 
furnishings, schools, toys, healthcare, apparel and recreation all benefit from the continual 
need of such families to provide for, upgrade and replenish their requirements in all of 
these areas of consumption, 
    Japan is not the only post-industrial society that has been caught in the squeeze 
between having a decent livelihood or having a family and children, but it is perhaps the 
most outstanding example of how certain trends can exacerbate his dilemma in a 
particularly self-destructive way. Among the reasons given for Japans falling birthrate are 
the dearth of marriages, the lack of support for working mothers in the system, the lack of 
male involvement i  child rearing, and the sheer expense ofhaving children in a modern, 
urban sociery.rl Healthy consumption presupposes a healthy employment situation, 
which has not prevailed in Japan for a long time. The number of Japanese who have 
never experienced a real economic boom during their lifetime grows every day, These are 
the young who belong to the "post-bubble g neration".":" It is not that their desire for 
goods and services has flagged, but simply that they have cone to believe that their lives 
will not be characterized by the optimistic materialism of their parents' generation. One 
of the unique characteristics of their purchase behavior which reflects bow their 
perspective differs from that of their elders is the fact that many of them do not drink. 
Given how prevalent heavy drinking (usually in bars and informal izakaya) was in 
postwar Japan and its central function as a social ubricant, his is quite remarkable. In
addition to a third of them drinking little or not at all, Japanese 20-somethings polled in 
2007 by the Nikkei Marketing Journal were also twice as likely to be savers than their age 
cohort surveyed some years earlier, in 2000." How ironic that young Japanese are now 
more likely to be preoccupied with saving money even though the tax-sheltered savings 
accounts so instrumental in boosting the country's famously high savings rate during the 
boom years no longer exist. 
    It is reported that one of the coping strategies of the young is to be more adaptable 
than previous Japanese generations, but in consumer terms that means accepting 
merchandise which in the past would have been rejected by the public, such as bruised 
fruits and vegetables at bargain prices .0 And yet, the evidence ofconsumer fatigue is too 
strong for even this type of price cutting to prevent falling sales at retailers ofall kinds.' 
Even convenience stores, which have been relatively immune from the disturbing sales
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declines of other types of retail establishments, arenow registering drops in revenue 'd and 
are gearing up for a price war with a wave of discounts on benro box lunches and 
perishables like prepared meal items.® 
    Generally speaking, Japanese are practicing the "three don'ts" of don't buy, don't 
accumulate, and don't throw away, keeping their purchase behavior lean and austere to 
match the severity of the current economic limate. They are still responding to 
indulgent parsimony appeals, and can be persuaded topart with their yen for something 
delicious or fun or simply a good bargain. That is part of the appeal that Uniqlo, H&M, 
Forever 21, and Ikea have exerted over the tastes of modern Japanese. But this may fade, 
too, unless there is a noticeable uptick in the economic life of their nation soon.
    Consumer Fatigue Comes After Indulgent Parsimony is Satiated 
    In postwar Japan, consumption dropped only once - in 1997- before the multiyear 
declines of the recent past. Japanese predisposition to avoid ostentatious display of 
material possessions goes back to the Edo period, when it could be life-threatening for a 
commoner to appear too well-off. Because of this natural reticence, Japanese are 
somewhat in the vanguardd asfar as post-recession attitudes towards consuming are 
concerned. It must also be remembered that Japan has been a poor country for much of 
its history, and the bubble conomy isnow often recalled as more of an exception tothe 
pattern than a harbinger of an endless golden age of personal prosperity. Since Japanese 
consumer confidence r sted so heavily on the value of real estate - and especially on the 
ever-rising price of land - price destruction i this area during the 1990s eroded the sense 
of security and well-being which had been so much a part of modern Japan's "economic 
miracle". And the recovery which the country enjoyed uring the early 2000s mostly 
benefited companies ngaged inexport manufacturing, which built up their eserves for a 
future downturn rather than allowing for "trickle down" profits to stimulate ordinary 
discretionary spending. That is why the stock market crash of 2008 did not cause the 
type of paralysis or extreme buying freeze that occurred in the United States. But there is 
no doubt hat a redoubled austerity has hit the Japanese consumer, and has led to a type 
of fatigue that cuts across many types of goods and services, from supermarket shopping 
to vacations. 
    This is particularly acute because shopping as recreation - "retailtainment" - plays 
such a major role in Japanese leisure time activity. With no secure safety net and 
employment status already so precarious, Japanese are adjusting down yet again, bringing 
to an end the "handbag economics" that had Japanese f males enthusiastically purchasing 
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high-priced luxury goods even as they pursued bargains by buying private-label food 
items and trawling the famous 100-yen shops for inexpensive merchandise. It seems that 
the entire country is now engaged in repairing, renting, recycling and pooling everything 
from cars to musical instruments and fancy accessories rather than discarding and buying 
new merchandise for personal use.* 
    The struggle to maintain a semblance of the genteel lifestyle that many in the 
country's middle class long aspired to has resulted in some novel success stories. All 
Nations Society, a company started by an American entrepreneur tooffer recession-
sensitive pricing for funerals, has been an ongoing hit."' But as Japanese soldier on and 
struggle to maintain their dignity and to grasp at small pleasures, consumer fatigue is 
setting in. Even at the I 00-yen stores, though customer numbers are slightly up sales are 
dropping, as customers buy less - and only goods they really need. In other words, even 
indulgent parsimony cannot sustain consumer enthusiasm when Japanese are laboring 
under the burden of an unknown future and an increasingly stressful present. The fatigue 
that has engulfed Japan's consumer market looks likely to continue for the foreseeable 
future, or at least until the recession's effects are gone from the scene. But the effects of 
the demographic t me bomb of an aging population - which also causes consumer fatigue 
- is not going to disappear. 
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